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Research Policy Linkages

Case on Developed Countries

D. de Zeeuw

Introduction

The Netherlands never have had an independent agricultural research
policy, and it is my sincere hope that my country will stay in this
state of blessing as long as the sea level allows us to exist. What we
know however, what, in fact, we have known for more than a hundred
years, is a Government agricultural policy. Research has always been
part of this policy, but never in all these hundred years have our
research mandarins felt an urge to establish such a senseless thing

as an independent agricultural research policy. Nor have I.

Man has always explored the natural world, in order to understand it
better, in order to enhance his chances of survival, in order to
improve his life. Our modern day division of labour has delegated
exploration of the natural world to professionals, and now professio-
nal scientists have to perform the same role for society as a whole.
Not in order to improve their own lives, but to improve the society or
its communities - bussiness or otherwise - of which they are members.
A society or community that delegates the exploration of the natural
world to experts does so with a certain purpose in mind, and this pur-
pose determines the direction research should take. It is this purpose
too that determines the direction of any number of non-research acti=-
vities serving the same purpose. So scientific research is only one of
many different kinds of interdependent human activities, all harnessed
in an effort to achieve a specific or a wide complex of ends and pur-
poses.

This is the way it is in Dutch agriculture.

We want to feed our population, we want to export our products in
order to feed other populations - and doing so we like to make some
money too. And for this reason our Government has an agricultural
policy, not a separate policy for agricultural research.

However, if those of us who have a special responsibility for orga-

nising and leading agricultural research want to talk about how they



go about doing their jobs, and if they want to call this
"agricultural research policy", it is allright to me, as long as you
don't forget my reservation. Not having an independent agricultural

research policy is one of the reasons, I think, for the success of Dutch

agriculture.

General Background

We founded our first university way back in 1575, and ever since the
Dutch Government has been committed to science. However, for reasons
that are beyond my comprehension, most present day students of science
policy state that Dutch science policy started in the nineteensixties,
after OECD's Harvey Brooks told us to start. So we'll take it from
there.

First Parliament established by law the Scientific Advisory Council.
The Council reports to the Government; its reports are usually made
public. On the whole, the Council has performed well, advising on the
division of the science budget, pointing out weaknesses, and stimu-
lating new developments. The Council is independent, does certainly
not act as a spokesman for the scientific community, but it surely
does have a keen eye for the possibilities of scientific research and
it has always sympathized with the views of those members of the
scientific community who try to keep Dutch science up to international
standards.

We have a minister of science and education, and surely one might
think that in a small country like ours one Scientific Advisory Coun-
cil and one Minister of Science and Education would be more than able
to handle national scientific affairs. But no, politics decided to
have a minister of science policy as well, and so, at the beginning of
the nineteenseventies the cabinet was enriched with a new minister,
responsible for science policy at the national level. And I am very
sorry to say that ever scince, whilst the number of the minister's
staff increased, the Dutch science budget has been in steady decline.
In fact in such a way, that, where we once ranked between the big
spenders in the science league, the Dutch science budget per capita is
now among the lowest in the industrialized world. Furthermore, the
economic recession has forced the Government to apply major cuts in

general Government spending, with the result that our budget for agri-



cultural research will diminish by at least 10% over only a few years.
We feel very strongly about this, because Dutch agriculture - primary
production and agribussiness - is one of the very few sectors of the
economy that are still profitable. Of course, the Government faces
enormous difficulties, and we feel confident that once the budget is
balanced the Government will start to invest in science again, but
till then we have to pray that foreign competition will not get ahead
of us too much. So you see, if you are interested in policy decisions,
do not start looking at research managers, because major decisions
are entirely out of their hands and totally unrelated to the needs of

the agricultural community.

Our science policy minister coordinates the research activities of all
other ministers and he is also responsible for the quality of the
Dutch research effort in general. However, his staff tends to be too
academic in their views, the main reason being the gap that exists
between their position and the position of the science consumer. Its
staff does not primarily take ideas from the market, the public or
industry, nor from social institutions, but mainly from literature
because they are not rooted in the society itself. Of course, I
exaggerate to get my point across, but these people tend to break the
first law of science policy, which says: "never formulate science
policy”. The Dutch character, being what it is, everyone keeps minding
his own bussiness.

We do not the like to boast - the agricultural community certainly has
its own defaults - but there is one common characteristic in Dutch
agriculture that has a tremendous benificial influence on its econo-
mic performance, and that is the common tendency and will to
cooperate. We feel that a more cooperative attitude towards other
government departments would greatly increase the usefulness of the
department of science policy. Being members of the agricultural com—
munity we have always tried to cooperate with the science policy
minister and his staff especially when we expected a profit.

But, there are only a few formal linkages under the auspices of the
minister for science policy, between agricultural research institu-
tions and non-agricultural research institutions. Agricultural

research is very much on its own, as is the agricultural community. We



do not like it this way, but I believe it is a common cultural pheno-
menon in the industrial world. Everywhere you find a gap between city
and country. It is very interesting to note that nowadays newspapers
that used to depict farmers as backward and grumbling halfwits, guilty
of the rape of our bheautiful countryside, have discovered that the
country is populated by highly skilled entrepreneurs, using advanced
technology, and selling their produce all over the world. And this
newspaper coverage is meant to set an example to industry. So maybe

the gap is closing.

The Dutch Agricultural Research Science

Before we get into the main subject of today, we have to clarify some
points about Dutch agricultural research. I will not tell you why we
have research at all, because the reason is self-evident. What kind of
research do we have, and what do we leave to others?

We may be a rich country by international standards, but we are also a
small country, so we have to limit our choice of research subject. The
first implicit decision we have made - years ago - is not to duplicate
research and development already being carried out by private enter-
prise. On hindsight, the majority of those innovations that are
generally considered to have been decisive for the shape of modern
agriculture, have come from industry and other forms of private
enterprise. Farm machinery, the internal combustion engine, electri-
city as a power source, agricultural chemicals, microprocessors and
computers have all originated in industry. Farm co-operatives, public
sale of farm products, joint marketing organisations, agricultural
banking, farmers organisations, all of great social and economic
importance, are products of private enterprise. So, there exist vast
areas of research and development we never enter, and I believe it is
the same in most others countries. We do however, and in this we are
not unique either, occupy ourselves with the implementation at the
farm of innovations that have originated elsewhere. Next, we have long
ago made the decision, implicit also, not to channnel major amounts of
our restricted budget into subjects that cannot be expected to provide
application at the farm level within a period of say 10,15 years. If
these subjects are studied elsewhere in the scientific world, be it

national or international, we content ourselves with a small scale



involvement in order to stay in the picture. Our experts are stand by.
We can not afford, for instance, to spend tens of millions of Dutch
florins a year on photosynthesis alone, much as we might like to do
so.

So, we limit our research involvement to these subjects we absolutely
have to have because they cannot be left to others. We are pragmatic

about this, and our position I think, makes good sense.

This still leaves us with a broad spectrum of disciplines and sub=-
jects, ranging from soil fertility to plant breeding, etcetera, etce-
tera.

In our year by year management, but also in our day by day management,
we have to make decisions about these subjects. We have to decide what
scientific disciplines to have, how much of them, and what subjects
their yearly programs should be devoted to.

How do we arrive at our decisions?

Decision making is a dynamic social process, it is an ever continuing
process, and if we try to pinpoint highlights of the process, or if we
try to identify persons or bodies that seem to hold key positions in
the process, we most certainly distort reality. On hindsight so called
"decisions" may look like conscious and explicit acts of will of only
a few very important individuals, but in reality these kind of deci-
sion are hardly ever taken. We always seek after consensus, and we
always find it.

Why do people in the Netherlands feel that balancing the budget and
getting business on its feet again ought to be the major goals of
Goverment policy? They did not think so five years ago, and they do
not think so now because the Goverment has told them to do so. But the
Government has made both goals major objectives of their policy, but
has this been an independent decision? No, Government could have done
otherwise. It is the same way with agricultural policy. One morning
you wake up and you realise that there is a general feeling in the
agricultural community some hitherto unknown problem should be
tackled. So you tackle it. You can hardly do anything else, it is the
logical thing to do. Of course, there are exceptions, but I think one
should be very careful to identify this person or that body as the

origin of a "decision". Things simply do not work this way.



Our research institutions, our agricultural experiment stations, our
agricultural research university, they are all incorporated in an
extensive network of formal and informal connections. This network is
so closely knit, the flow of information through it is so intricate,

that it really defies description. Having said this I will now set out

to describe it.

The Agricultural infrastructure

I have already mentioned to you a number of essential facts about the
Dutch agricultural community, let us summarize:

-~ We do not have an independent agricultural research policy.

- The agricultural community and agricultural research are very much
on their own. We are not isolated of course, and let me assure you
that we do not feel lonely, but we tend to mind our own business,

we try to find "in-house" solutions.

However, the size of the agricultural research budget is subject to
outside influences.

In agriculture there exists a strong tradition of cooperation.

Dutch agricultural entrepreneurs are luckyly skilled and they use the
latest technology.

In spite of the recession, agriculture is still profitable

(although I have to emphasize that the average farm income is still

below standard).

We only take up research subjects if we cannot leave them to others.

It is my belief that the key to the economic succes of our agricultu-
ral enterprise as a whole lies in the highly competitive nature of the
Dutch farm population. Our farmers want to be independent, they want
to stay in business, and so they try their utmost to produce more, to
lower production costs, and to improve the quality of their products.
They have developed a keen sense for consumer demand, and they react
very quickly to changes in the market. Here we have classical examples
of market-pull in innovation. In some cases this pull is really so
strong - in glasshouse horticulture for instance - that farmers almost
literally pull preliminary results out of our scientists hands and

start experimenting on their own. If they hear about developments



abroad, they at once come and ask why we are not doing something about
it. Still, many farming families exist on a low subsistance level, and
if you are very cold blooded about it you have to conclude that this
means there are too many farms in The Netherlands. But this fact does
not seem to sharpen rivalry between Dutch farmers. On the contrary,
they try to cooperate even better in a concerted action to beat
foreign competition.

Our farmers' -skill in farm management and in the use of modern tech-
nology depends to a large extent on two factors. First, the majority
of our farmers learn their profession in one of the many kinds of
agricultural schools. We have educational institutions on all levels of
schooling after primary school, up to university level.

In the second place, after they have left school, farmers find a vast
amount of specialized information at their disposal, ranging from
journals and magazines, salesmen and fairs, to highly specialized
extension services. l

The department of Agriculture and Fisheries is very fortunate to have
control not only over the agricultural extension service, but over
agricultural education too. In fact, most major policy instruments are
in one hand, and this saves us an amount of red tape.

More important, of course, is the fact that agricultural education is
incorporated in the agricultural infrastructure. I think this must be
the reason why the distance between education and the real world is
shorter than in most other sections of the economy. Of course, com-
munication between farmers and extension officers is a two way traf-
fic, and thus, the extension service is able to inform the ministry
about farmers' needs. So, we talk to those responsible for education
and extension, telling them what scientists are up to, and they tell
us what they are doing and what they think we should be doing. To us,
this feedback is very fruitful indeed.

In an analogous way all policy instruments of the ministry are linked.
Ma?be this is the moment to tell you an interesting fact about the
ministries' staff, and indeed about the staff of all other agri-
cultural bodies. Many of their academic staff received their degree
from our one and only agricultural university, the one here in
Wageningen. So they all have a common background, they may even have

studied together. They know what agriculture is about = in fact a



great number of them grew up on a farm - and they have to become
research-minded. They have learned to value the possibilities of
research, they know their way about in the agricultural research com-
munity, so they know to whom to turn if a problem comes up. One of the
advantages of being a small country is that many fruitful linkages
spring up of their own, and do not have to be forced upon the organi-

sation by management. Distances are short, and the common background

simplifies communication.

Of course, farmers have their own organisations too. These organisa=-
tions can bring powerful pressure upon the Government, and over the
years they have accquired great negociating skills. I will not try to
give you the complete picture of farmers' organisations. Suffice it to
say that we find three kinds of organisations. We have professional
organisations - for instance of poultry. Then we know product-
organisations, comprising for instance all potato-interests, and
lastly we see general organisations, comprising all interests of the
agricultural community.

We talk to all of them, they talk to many others of the ministries'
staff, so we are certainly well-informed on farmers' needs and wishes.
Some of these discussions occur within the formal framework, many are
of an informal nature, and naturally we have them at different,
appropriate levels. Yet close relationships exist between our research
establishments and farmers' organisations.

Our agricultural experiment stations are jointly financed - on a 50/50
basis - by Government and farmers organisations. Farmers have to pay a
special levy for this. The stations are governed by boards

made up of fepresentatives of both the farming community and the
ministry, and so the farming community exercises a decisive influence
on the stations' research programmes. Money always buys power.

Our research institutes too are governed by board on which the farming
interest is represented. Although here the ministry has the main say,
the influence of the farming community should not be underrated.

Remember, we try to govern by consensus.

This certainly is not all.

Apart from all these organisations and representations, we also have a



National Council for Agricultural Research. This independent advisory
body serves as a meeting platform for both Government, science and the
science consumer, the latter being either the farming community, the
agribusiness or the nature conservation interest.

Among the many sub-committees of the Council are the product advisory
groups, mainly comprised of representatives of professional and pro-
duct interests. Every five years the Council advises the Ministry of
Agriculture and Fisheries on the re-programming of agricultural
research in general.

The Minister, of course, has to account for his policy in Parliament,
and Parliament too exerciseé its influence upon research policy,
usually on a general level. Since the decrease of the number of far-
mers in our country the agricultural vote has lost part of its impor-
tance. Nevertheless, the farm lobby stays very effective, and it has
been successful in warding off disproportionate inroads on the agri-
cultural budget.

Usually the major part of the parliamentary debate is taken up by

social and economic topics, but every now and again research figures

in the debate too.

In summing up we may conclude that The Netherlands do not lack formal
linkages between research, other policy instruments and the agri-
cultural community. Nor do we lack linkage at a national level between
the agricultural research community and other elements of the Dutch
science community, for this linkage is looked after af Cabinet level.
As I told you before, I do not believe this description explains much.
In a democracy the acts of Government express the will of the People.
Government never leads but it always follows developments in society.
So if Governmental and non-governmental bodies show linkages, much
consultation and cooperation at every level, these phenomena should be
interpreted as signs of many linkages and of close cooperation within
the community itself. It is my belief that basically policy decisions
in agricultural research originate in informal linkages at the per-
sonal and small-group level. The decision in 'statu nescendi' as you
might call it then spreads around, gains support, and in the end it is
formalized by those that are formally responsible.

Privately owned industrial companies are run on a different basis of



course, but you have to bear in mind that the agricultural community
is made up of nearly 200.000 tiny private companies, so each scien-

tist has potentially 200.000 customers.

Let me put this whole story in other words.

Ours is a small country. Distances are short, communication is easy,
'everyone knows everyone', most policy instruments are in one hand,
agricultural education is excellent, our farmers are highly skilled
are very competitive. They exert a strong technology pull. We have a
rich social life, the countryside is covered by all kinds of
organisations. We have a strong agricultural lobby. And to all these
ingredients you have to add the one ingredient that is the cream in
our coffee: a very strong tradition of co-operation. I do not know
where and when in history this tradition originates. But experience
has taught us that co-operation is profitable, and we like profits.

So agricultural research is incorporated in a closely knit network of
relationships. Scientists do not only talk to other scientists, they
talk to extension officers, they talk to farmers, they talk to govern-
ment officials. They know what is expected of them, and they try to
fulfill these expectations. And even a scientist who is not a leader
in his field may still be very effective because his work is not only
printed in learned journals but finds its way directly to the customer
as well, to the customer who also happens to be his boss.

Now, please do not think that we in management pass our days in idle-
ness, waiting for our policy to shape itself. We have a lot of work to

do, and we have important decisions to make. But that is a different

story alltogether.






